Abstract. An important purpose of higher social work education is to guide students to acquire and develop social-communicative competencies. The purpose of this study was to investigate the role students' personality characteristics, self-perceived communicative competence and learning conceptions play in the acquisition and development of social-communicative competencies. We designed and tested a hypothetical model on the student-related variables -self-perceived communicative competence, learning conceptions and reported learning activities regarding communication -in relation to performance scores. We were interested in developmental trends in the above mentioned variables. We also wanted to gain insight into the relationships among the variables. The study was set up according to a longitudinal, within-subjects design in order to study intra-individual changes. One-hundred and twenty-three first-year social-work students participated in this study. Many changes were found in students characteristics, reported deployed learning activities and study results during their first academic year. Except for confidence in ''showing sympathy'', which was already relatively high at the beginning of the study, all scores on aspects of students' self-perceived social-communicative competence increased. Assessment scores on comparable communication tests also increased significantly. Extraversion and emotional stability were the only two personality characteristics, which seemed rather stable. Agreeableness decreased while autonomy increased continuously during the first academic year. It seemed to be possible to set up a model, which may serve as a starting point for further research into the development of social-communicative competence.
Introduction
An important purpose of higher social work education is to support students in the process of acquiring and developing social-communicative competencies, because these competencies play a major role in the field of social work (Winkelaar 1998) . Social-communicative competence is defined as an interrelated structure of knowledge, skills, a professional attitude and learning abilities in the field of professional communication (Bakx 2001) .
Many studies on student learning in higher education highlight the major influence of students' conceptions of learning on their learning behaviour (Marshall et al. 1999) . During the last two decades the interest in learning conceptions, learning styles, and quality of learning processes has increased in education in general and health profession education in particular (Curry 1983). As a result, many studies on (general) learning styles were conducted (Curry 1983; Burwell 1991; Furnham 1992; Jackson and Lawty-Jones 1996; Vermunt 1996; Busato et al. 1999; Slaats et al. 1999 ). These studies focus on general learning styles, assuming that learning is a relatively general process that operates in the same way across different content domains (Wolters and Pintrich 1998). However, the way students approach learning may vary for different content domains (Stodolsky et al. 1991; Prosser et al. 1996; Vanderstoep et al. 1996; Marshall et al. 1999) . Therefore, it is important to take the domain into account when studying learning conceptions and related variables. From our interest in the development of social-communicative competencies, we chose a domain-related perspective. This choice differs in two ways from the majority of studies on learning conceptions and learning styles. First, other studies address learning styles in general without referring to a specific domain, like history or science (Marton and Sa¨ljo¨1976; Kolb 1984; Schmeck and Geisler-Brenstein 1989; Vermunt 1996; Busato et al. 1999) . Second, most studies on learning conceptions and learning styles are often about academic, or knowledge-oriented, ways of learning. Our study takes a competence perspective rather than a knowledge-oriented perspective, and pertains to the field of communication.
Students conceptualise their study and learning activities in distinct and different ways; teachers may not be aware of this, but these conceptions have important implications for both teaching and learning (Light 2002) . It was also found that conceptions of teaching influence teachers' teaching strategies, which in turn influence students' approaches to learning (Ho et al. 2001) . Students' views and ideas on learning play a crucial role, and it is essential to take these into account to optimise learning (Pintrich et al. 1993) .
Both previously acquired knowledge structures and personal conceptions and beliefs on knowledge and learning play an important role in the ways students approach learning (e.g. Pintrich et al. 1993) . In this study, quite a few variables were examined, regarding students' conceptions in
